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If you and I had the opportunity to name this church, I wonder what name we would choose. Covenant Church, Grace Church, Reconciliation Church? If I were giving a name to our church at this point in time, I think I would name us "Jubilee Church."
The Pope has already proclaimed the year 2000 as the Year of Jubilee. This word "Jubilee" has rich meanings. First, it means "celebration." More than the usual tame birthday party, a Jubilee is a festive, exuberant party. Like a Mardi Gras street celebration or an excessive anniversary party. 
The term Jubilee comes from Leviticus 25, the description of the Jubilee year—a year set aside for forgiveness, freeing the oppressed, cancellation of debt, Sabbath observance and care for the earth.
All these meanings fit what I believe our church is called to be. Let’s begin with the celebration part. Today at lunch we will meet for our fall church meeting, and we’ll vote on our proposed 2001 budget. I hope we will all vote with Jubilee affirmation and generous Jubilee pledges. At today’s meeting we will also see a video celebrating the life and mission of this church. It is appropriate that we begin our fall stewardship season with a celebration of the goodness of this church. Later, on Sunday, October 29, at a festive luncheon we will celebrate the wide-ranging accomplishments of the past year through the ministry of our church.
Why all this celebration? We have a lot to celebrate here. It’s crucial to lift up the moments of our life together and let them shine in the sun and in our faces. A celebration is a ritual, a marker—like an anniversary, a birthday, a graduation, an ordination, and…pledging the church budget! All these cry out for a party. If we neglect to celebrate, we de-value the goodness of our community. When we celebrate, we value the goodness God has given here.
Years ago I was helping to lead a workshop on family life. We asked the participants to list all the rituals of their family for the past year. We gave them calendars with all the months of the year with these instructions: "You have 15 minutes to fill in your calendar with your various family celebrations." Some people quickly began marking down the parties and family vacations and homecomings---and weekly worship together. Those people had smiles on their faces and energy in their bodies. But some others were having a hard time; some had only a few celebrations on their list. For them, there were few smiles, and very little energy in their bodies as they met. What did that mean?
Those who celebrated regularly seemed to have a lively appreciation of their life. The self-esteem in their family circle seemed high. Those with few celebrations seemed weary, even depressed. What I learned that day is that there seems to be a direct connection between self-confidence and celebration. There is a direct connection between the rituals, the celebrations in our life, and the energy and confidence in our life. 
A JUBILEE CHURCH encourages and supports ongoing celebrations in the life of our people. From weekly worship to Wednesday night suppers, to singing "Happy Birthday" to each other, to watching a video today describing our life together, we are bringing energy, confidence and new life to our community. There is a Jubilee spirit at work.
That Jubilee spirit is contagious. It ripples into other areas. And gradually we begin to catch the Jubilee spirit of the Gospel.
The biblical Jubilee is outlined in Leviticus 25, and then we see it continued in Isaiah 61 and Luke 4---Jesus’ first sermon. The Jubilee came every 50th year as a season when slaves would be released, debts cancelled, the land allowed to rest, and property would be returned to the original owners. It’s a year of forgiveness, freedom, justice, and jubilation. It’s a year to observe the Sabbath, to find time for contemplative prayer. Throughout his ministry Jesus was the champion of jubilee life. In Luke 4 he said he came to proclaim "the acceptable year of the Lord," which means the Jubilee year.
When we live by the principles of the Jubilee, we will be rooted and grounded in God and God’s dream. Then we move out to continue God’s work, to continue the ministry of Jesus. In our text from Mark 9mJesus is urging us to broaden our vision. He is using some harsh, even sarcastic words, to caution against whatever we do or neglect to do that creates stumbling blocks for the little ones among us. He seems to be urging us to live our lives in ways that will never de-value life in the eyes of the next generation. He wanted children to see freedom, forgiveness, and justice modeled by adults. He seems to be saying to us that we in the Jubilee Church should be involved in removing stumbling blocks, so that God’s dream will shine through for all of us.
What are some of the stumbling blocks, the barriers, that need to be removed? The largest stumbling block is the injustice, the unfairness, in having a large wealthy class alongside a struggling, lower class. It’s the gaping gap between the rich and the poor. A Jubilee Church will first be doing all we can to change this injustice. We are called to reach out to the "least of these," as Jesus called them—those who are the least privileged members of society.
In our church goals which we adopted last year, we voted to reach out to those who are marginalized----those who are excluded from the benefits that most of us enjoy: economic prosperity, education, health care, and full participation in faith communities. The marginalized would include the poor; but also the homeless, the mentally ill, Hispanics, and those who are homosexual.
When we widen the circle to include all of these, we are being Jubilee Church. If we are a Jubilee Church, then we are already on the side of the marginalized—any group that is discriminated against, left out, or left behind. We want everybody to be invited and welcomed to the Jubilee party!
Some of you may have read the column two Sundays ago in the Durham Herald-Sun newspaper written by our friend Carl Kenney. He told the story of the barber shop where he and other black men go, a place where people know you and listen to you. It’s a place where rich, poor, ministers, criminals, doctors, lawyers, young and old meet. It’s a place that sounds like a Jubilee Church. 
There’s a man named "Hookie" who comes to the barber shop. He’s a typical skid row drunk. Everybody knows that; but in the barber shop, Hookie is fully welcomed and affirmed like everyone else. But then Carl Kenney wonders whether Hookie would be accepted in any of our churches. Would he be allowed to be a deacon? What a witness he could offer! His years of suffering could provide encouragement to many others who suffer. But Hookie is clearly outside the circle of decent, upstanding churchgoing people. Yet if we think about Jesus, wouldn’t Jesus likely spend his time first with Hookie before coming to visit our impressive church services? And that raises the question: How accepting are we of people who are different? Do we accept only those people who are neat, tidy, and solidly middle class? Are we open to someone who doesn’t fit the typical church member type?
Jesus talked about poverty and pain more than he talked about prayer. I think he knew that if our prayers don’t result in action on behalf of the poor and the outcast, then something’s wrong. At Watts Street Baptist Church are we going to adopt a church budget for 2001 that will carry us into the suffering of marginalized people like Hookie? The budget we will vote on today has an increase in our mission giving, so we can reach out to people like Hookie. But the giving of money begs the question of whether Hookie would be welcome here. Would we follow Jesus enough to welcome and affirm a least privileged person like this man in the Jubilee barber shop?
And if we have trouble truly welcoming and affirming the Hookies of the world, then doesn’t that also help explain why we may have a tentativeness about accepting homosexuals? Does our nervousness come from genuine struggle to be disciples of Jesus—or from worrying too much about what other people might think about us? 
A Jubilee Church will do what we’ve voted to do in our church goals---reach out to those who are marginalized. Bring everyone to the Jubilee table!
Each one of us must decide how we will invest our energies---which stumbling blocks we feel called to help remove. One neglected area is the environment—care for the earth. How can we help each other be good stewards of Mother Earth? Some of our members have recently felt called to form an Environmental Work Group to lead us in finding intentional ways to care for the earth. Here’s another Jubilee principle at work among us. 
The Jubilee texts in the Bible point us to care for the earth; but they first point us to a deep commitment to those who are poor. Many of us in this church get invited from time to time to serve on the boards or committees of community agencies. All of them are involved in doing good. But given the limitations of my time and energies, I decided a few years ago that I would not serve on any community board or committee that does not have something to do with the poor, helping people get out of poverty. I am a person with privileges, not because I did it myself; but because I have received opportunities that others brought to me. They opened doors for me. Those opportunities I now want to help bring for others, especially for those have the cards stacked against them. Others in this church have felt a similar calling which is the impetus behind our church’s strong commitment to building Habitat houses and providing food and lodging for those who are on subsistence incomes or who may be mentally ill. We want to be part of bringing the Jubilee to those who are least privileged. 
A central part of a Jubilee Church is also a ministry of forgiveness. We need to forgive each other every day. But we also need to live forgiveness in the wider community as well. What does forgiveness have to do with the marginalized groups we’ve named. It was Will Campbell who said, "We’ve forgiven people for being black, but we haven’t forgiven people for being poor." That’s why in this Jubilee year, there is a worldwide call to forgive the debt of Third World countries. That act seems to be one step that we wealthy nations can take to bring Jubilee justice.
And what will we do about people like Hookie, the skid row alcoholic? As Carl Kenney said in his article, we can start by letting them know that they are our sisters and brothers, who have much to teach us. Then, knowing that we are sisters and brothers, let’s listen for the invitation to sit down and eat together at Jesus’ table---the table of Jubilee joy, the table of Jubilee justice!
Amen.
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